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Te aching Literary f ournalism :
ADivertedPwamid?
Davto AunauAttsox

There is anple evidence thut t lrc lost decade or so hus seen o new entphusis orr
ntore w,riterly forns in journalisnr. ,4s a result, ffiis js perhaps the appropriote
tinte to re-examine the issue ol literary/writerly inJ'luences on the construction
of iournalistic writing: the woys in which the present mirrors similar forns front
the past, their status as journa)istic genres, and their power to both convey in-
formation and inJorn arguntent. Most impoftant, it explorcs the pedagogical
ranifications of the phenontenon, addressing the special and somewhat unde-
fined aspects of teaching tliis kind of journalisn.

The tit le above, "' l 'eaching Literary
Journal isrn:  The Diver ted l r t , ranid"-
wi th i ts  reference to l i tera l r ,  journal -
ism, the c lassroom, and a sense of  c l i -
vers ion- is  predicated on r i  sense that ,
at  least  s ince the ear ly  1990s,  there has
been c lear  t rend in t i te  mainstrean
press away f rom the fornula ic  s t r ic-
tures of the inverted pvraniicl. ,,\s rvith
anv fa i r ly  recent  phenourenon,  agreecl -
upon  r l ames  have  ye t  t o  l t e  ag leed
uporr .  Sorue cal l  i t  l i te lar ,v  jou lnal isrn.
Or nal rat ive journal ism. Or,  at  th t , r  r l is -
puted outcr  boundar ics,  creat i r rc  t ion-  '

l i c t i on .
S iu r i l a r l y ,  t he re  i s  sou re  deba te

about  del in i t ious.  What  a decade ago
was quite clearlv differentiated in the

rn inds of  both journal is ts  (and perhaps
even readers)  as hard news and sof t
n e w s  h a s  b e c o m e  d e c i d e d l v  m o r e
amorphous.  I  would,  by r , r ,a1 '  o f  ex-
ample, be qr.rite comfortable offering
as one turn ing point  the 1B January
2000 edition of the Nelv Yor* 

'f ines,

the front page of lvhich carried a story
ent i t led "Doctors El iminate Wrink les,
and  Insu re rs . "  Wr i t t en  by  Jenn i f e r
Ste inhauer,  i t  was a 1,500-word ar t ic le
-p lay fu l  ye t  pene t ra t i ng ,  p rope r l y
fact - f i l ied -vet  lea l less in  the real tn of
possib le socia l  rneaning,  on the won-
ders of  Botox. l  Olear ly ,  the ru les are
changing,

Of  a l l  the def in i t ions avai lable,  I
prefer, for classroom purposes, the con-

Duvid Abrahamson (D-trnn,lu.tt.rso,r@,vorilrrwESrEnln.EDrt) is an associate professor
ond the I. D. Mc:Corntick Professor of Teaching Excellence at t lte Medilt 'Sctiool of
I ou rn a I i sn, Norl,h lyestel n LJ n i vers i t t,.
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struction of Ron Rosenbaum, certainly

one of the craft 's foremost contempo-

rary pract i t ioners.  L i terary iou rn i i l ism,

he once lvrote, is not abut l i terary flour-

ishes or references, but rather "iournal-

ism lwhich] at its best asks the ques-

tions that l i terature asks."2
There are,  of  course,  a nunber of

possib le reasons for  lvhy th is  t rend

h a s  a p p e a r e d .  A s  S c h l e s i n g e r  a u d

Kondratieff have arguecl in otl ierr cou-

tex t s ,  l t un ran  i ns l i t u t i o r t s  o f t c r t  i i l ) pca r

to mani fest  h is tor ica l  cyc les. : i  In  the

case  o f  i ou rna l i sm-mos t  ce r ta in l y  one

of the more human of institutions-be-

lbre objective journalism rose to domi-

nance in the early twentieth century,

mucir of the customary trade practices
of  the lournal ism of  the day could be
looseiy characterized as l iterary jour-

nalism. In fact, although the term "New

Journalism" usually refers to nontiction

wr i t i ng  t ha t  emergcd  i n  t he  1960s ,  t he

phrase n'as actually f irst used in the

1890s to descr ibe a contemporary iour-
nalistic trend foregrounding evocative
narrat ive deta i l .  Stephen Crane was
i t s  n ios t  p rom inen t  p rac t i t i o t r c r . {

NIore, recently, looking back at the

Nerv  j ou rna l i sm o f  t he  1960s ,  Tom

Wolfe nrade the argument  in  h is  sent i -
r r a l  "The  Fea tu re  Ga l t t e  

"  ussa t ' .  t l t i r t  onc

of  the aspects of  fornrs of  iournal isnr  is

thei r  need to capture new reai i t ies of
the moment,  and he argued that  the

New fournal ism of  the per iod ex is ted

because of  the socia l  fernent  of  the

1960s - and that conventional iournal-
ism no longer was the best  vehic le to
capture the tumul t  of  the era.s Fol low-
ing that  log ic ,  one c;ou- ld cer ta in ly  ar-

gue that  the ne."v real i t ies of  the last

fifteen years are also uniquely fitt ing

subject for l i terary journalism.

Another factor it might be unwise

to d iscount  is  the ro le of  compet i t ion,

particularly tron other, often nontra-

ditional media. The argument here is

grounded in a range of  economic con-

siderations: audience satisfaction, cir-

cu lat ion numbers,  adver t is ing rates,

and ultimately profit f igures and stock
price. The fact that the nontraditional
media are successfully using more l it-

erary narrative forms has not Sone un-

noticed. As a result, some conventional

news  o rgan i za t i ous ,  i n  response  to

competit ive pressures, have beeu more

will ing to experiment.b
Yet another factor worth examin-

ing may lie in the realm of Personal
preferences. First, there is the "bottom-

up" variety. As Wolfe argued in "Like

a Novel , "  a companion essay to "The

Feature Game,"  s ince the ear ly  1960s
a set  of  personal  aspi rat ions has in-
formed the wr i t ing of  some reporters.T

Largely as a matter of personal prefer-

ence, they have chosetr to explore more
"wr i ter ly"  approaches,  at tempt ing to

move beyond what they consider the

constraints of conventionally objective
journal ism. Simi lar ly ,  there has been a
" top-down" i rnpetus,  a bel ie f  on the

part  of  some contenporary newspaper

editors that nelv forms of writ ing are

called for. One of the best exarnples can

be found at the New York'I ' intes, where

A. M. Rosenthal retired as executive
e d i t o r  a n d  w a s  r e p l a c e d  b y  M a x

Frankel in 1.986.8 From that point for-

ward, including the 1994-2001 execu-

t ive edi torship of  Joseph Lelyveld,  a

nonfiction author of some note,e most

o b s e r v e r s  h a v e  n o t i c e d  m a r k e d

c h a n g e s  a t  t h e  p a p e r ,  i n c l u d i n g  a

broader def in i t ion of  t rews and en-

couragenrent fbr more varied forms of

news-writ ing.
It is important to note that changes

Iike these-in effect, changes in what

a given institution tends to value-can

Wturnn'06



often lead to changes in organizational
culture. For example, from a reporter's
perspective, it is possible that there are
ca ree r  advan tages  to  becoming  an
adept practit ioner of l i terary journal-
ism. ln  the compet i t ive newsroom en-
v i ronment ,  having one's  work not iced
both by peers and marlagement and/or
being applauded by readers leads to
promotions and job offers from more
prominent newspapers. As fennifer g.
Lee, a rising star at the New York Times,
recen t l y  sa id :  "Fo r  eve ry th ing  you
wr i te. . .a lways leave your  mark wi th
flair. Put that extra effort in. Editors
wi l l  not ice and appreciate i t . "10 This
career is t  aspect  is  obviously  terr ib ly
important  to  our  s tudents because i t
might have a bearing on who gets the
best  jobs,  which leads to the heart  of
my topic today, which is to offer a few
observations on the teaching of l i ter-
ary journalism.

Before I begin, a conf'ession: Most
of the half-dozen or so points that I rvil l
make are probably not truiy original
lvith me. Most are the products of class
d i s c u s s i o n s  i n  l i t e r a r y  j o u r n a l i s m
c l a s s e s  I ' v e  t a u g i r t  s i n c e  t h e  e a r l y
1990s.  And,  no surpr ise,  a I 'a i r  number
probably occurred to me only after be-
ing first brought up by a student, for
which I am eternally grateful.

I have found that in teaching l iter-
ary iournal ism, the c lass d iscourse of -
ten veers away fi 'om the "h<_rw" of l i t-
erary journal ism. Instead,  rve of ten
spend a fair amount of t ime consider-
ing the "why" of l i terary journalism.
By th is ,  I  mean students want  to ex-
plore where l iterary journalism fits in
with the more conventional practices
of  the profession.  They rvant  to  d iscuss
the motivation and career paths of past
practit ioners. They are looking, I think,
for reasons to attempt sonrething which

most  of  them f ind d i f f icu l t ,  perhaps
even scary. What follows are the an-
swers to these "why" questions about
literary journalism my students and I
have devised.

Fi rs t  is  the issue of  t imeiessness
versus yesterday 's  news.  In today 's  24-
second news cycle,  there seems to be
an appetite in students for, if not for
exactly, immortality (they are not that
delusional), at least a longer shelf l i fe
for the product thev have worked so
hard to produce. Because they are en-
couraged to put so much energy and
care into it, they are less than charmed
by journalism's ephemerality-the pro-
verb ia l  b i rdcage l iner .  This  may not
have been t rue of  p lev ious generat ions
of  journal is ts ,  but  i t  does seem to be a
characteristic of many young journal-
is ts  today.  Obviously  the speed of  the
news cycie is a large factor here, and it
has been greatly influenced bv the im-
pact  of  technology.  And i t  is  par t  of  a
l a rge r  cu l t u ra l  cons ide ra t i on ,  wha t
might  be cai led " the cul ture of  the
micro-moment,"  where t ime i tse l f  has
been contpressed.  Not  only  is  noth ing
forever; nothing is hardly any time at
all. It is an instantly disposable view
of the universe. Something new always
awaits. Simply l i i t the "refresh" button
and something e lse wi l l  be there.  I
think I see a resistance on the oart of
s tudents to th is .

There is also the issue of the indi-
vidual versus the inst i tut ic ln,  or in the
argot ofthe 1960s, " the individual ver-
sus the system." Students seem to ol-
ten resist the kind of careerist, get-a-
job worldview of which they are so of-
ten accused. Generations Y and Z are
often accused of a reflexive opportun-
ism, but I see resistance on the part of
many. Onc of the attractions of literary
journalisrn is tirat it offers an opportu-
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ni ty  to do deeply personal  n ork.  Even
without using the l irst persotr, it ofi 'ers
a r,vay to report and write about uncon-
vent ional  and under-repor ted topics
that they think are important or inter-
esting.

Thirdly, it never ceases to amaze
me how passionately most students-
either explicit ly or beneath a thin ve-
neer of cool-want to excel. ln iournal-
ism educat ion,  we of ten pr iv i lege re-
por t ing,  somet imes at  the expense of
writ ing, or at least any 'uvrit ing beyond
the fairly conventional formulas of ob-
jective news reporting. Literary jour-

nalism offers, I suspect, a new arena,
an aesthetic one, in which students can
exper ience improvement .  Wi th ro le
models such as Dorothy Thornpson,
Orweil, and Hemmingway, to name a
random f'elv, students certainly have
ample inspiration. And lr 'hen offered
a chance to do something the-v rcgard
as unique and specia l ,  I  am of ten de-
lighted b1' hon' eager they are to take
advantage of it. It can be argued that in
journalism education our primary ob-

iective is socialization - in effect, the
passing a long of  the speci f ics of  pro-
fess ional  pract ice,  the customs,  myths,
and legencls of  the t r ibe.  An appet i te
to go beyond that  seems to be one of
the things that l i terary j<-rurnalisnr al-
lou 's  s tudents to respond to.

And there is  a re iated consider-
ation. We do not often speak of this,
but teaching l iterary iournalism seems
to inevitably bring up the "trade ver-
sus  p ro fess ion "  conve rsa t i on  abou t
journal isrn i tse l f .  The less at t ract ive
t rade aspects- lower s tatus,  less per-
sonal  emporverntent ,  e tc . -are of ten
noted d isappror , ing ly  by students as
thcy contemplate thei r  pending work-
ing l ives. lnstead, they very tnuch want
to t i r iuk of  journal ism as a profession,

and I  sense the ex is tence of  l i terary
journal ism helps them do so.  For  even
though I am a devout believer that craft
is the absolutely mandatory foundation
of art, the presence of higher aesthetic
or artistic standards of writing embed-
ded in literary journalism contribute to
the claims of iournalism as a whole to

the status of  the profession.
In c lc ls ing,  one last  observat ion

which teaching l iterarv journalism has
taught both rne and, I irope, my stu-
dents: there is no inherent confl ict be-
tween fact and story. The sacred in-

ve r ted  py ram id  may  have  become

somewhat diverted, but its factual im-
peratives renain. There are, however,
not only different forms of truth but
also many different \^'ays to communi-
cate the truth. Since before the inven-
tion of writ ing, "story" and "narrative"

have quite admirably served that pur-

pose .  And  fo l  t he  reasons  ou t l i ned
above,  I  and,  again I  hope,  my students
see cause to celebrate the claim of what
we call I i terary journalism to the realm
of legitimate professional practice.
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